Kunapipi
Volume 8

Issue 3

Article 12

1986

Interview
Aritha van Herk

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons

Recommended Citation
van Herk, Aritha, Interview, Kunapipi, 8(3), 1986.
Available at:https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol8/iss3/12

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

Interview
Abstract
Gyrid Jerve interviewed Aritha van Herk in Oslo in the autumn of 1985.

This journal article is available in Kunapipi: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol8/iss3/12

Aritha van Herk

INTERVIEW

Gyrid Jerve interviewed Aritha van Herk in Oslo in the autumn of 1985.

What made you become a writer?

You want to know what... I am no good at doing anything else. If I have
to do a science experiment, it's a flop; if I have to do a math equation, it's
a disaster. I can't balance my check book, I can't swim, I can't skate, I
can't ski. I am no good at doing anything except reading and writing.
When I was a little kid, the only thing I was good at was reading, and I
wanted to get a job where I could make my living reading books.
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Did your parents encourage you to read?
Yes, they did, but they were also trying to persuade me that I ought to go
outside and play and that I ought to wash the dishes, or chase the cows,
instead of reading. I was one of those kids who was walking outside
holding a book, or washing the dishes with one hand in the dishwater and
the other holding a book. It's true, I am no good at anything else.
Why did you start writing your own stories?
I think I always wrote stories because I was dissatisfied with the stories I
read. I talk about that in one of my papers, 'Space and Landscape: A
Personal Mapping'. I was reading stories that were about British kids
and American kids and it was totally alien to my experience. So I wanted
to tell my own kind of story. I think I also wanted to write stories because
I wanted to tell lies and get away with it.
Do you have a message in your stories?
I write first of all because I want to tell a good story, and I don't have any
other ulterior motive. The story is its own motive. I don't want to provide
people with entertainment, although I think my stories are entertaining.
I don't set out to prophetize, or to convince people of something either. I
don't decide that I ' m going to write a novel that's going to persuade men
that they are incompetent and that they need a woman to rescue them. I
never work that way. I think my main drive is always the story, the quality
of the story, the strength of the story, the seduction of the story. Much
more so than trying to convert everyone to feminism.
You are feminist, though?
Well, I see life that way. But I am first of all a writer.
William French in The Globe and Mail wrote in a book review on Judith that he
had to cross his legs when he was reading about Judith castrating the pigs. Other
critics have said that you hate men. What are your comments?
D o I look like a man-hater to you? I like men very much, but I'm totally
aware of their faults, and that makes them really nervous. It's very
strange because men have been writing about bad women for a long
time, and we've always accepted it. Now women are writing stories
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about men who aren't always perfect, and they're really nervous about
it. I think they expect women writers to create male heroes who are
harlequin men, you know those tall, dark, handsome men that you are
waiting for to sweep you off your feet. N o , I don't hate men, but I have a
pretty acute eye for their faults. That's a personal trait of mine. But I ' m
also interested in fictionalizing the angry woman. I ' m tired of the woman
who says — oh everyone's mean to me, I ' m a victim, I ' m a victim. I like
tough women, women who can act. I ' m also interested in the woman as a
trickster figure, women who can trick to get what they want. That fascinates me.
You said somewhere that the main difference between your women and Margaret
Atwood's women is that your women are less victims.
Well, I think her new women are getting less victims. But maybe she's
more of a realistic writer than I am. I mean in real life women are often
very passive. I think she does rely on realism, whereas I ' m kind of interested in showing female characters that are images of what women can
do, the possibilities of the world. A n d I don't apologize for them not
being realistic. O K , maybe there aren't many women like Judith or J . L . ,
but they're still kind of fun to have around. W e need more of them.
Arachne, the protagonist in your latest book is one of them, isn't she?
O h , she's even worse. She's really bad. She kidnaps a man and she uses
men like toilet paper. I ' m tired of women who are only good and I'd like
to write a novel about a woman who is a terrorist...
It sounds like your fourth novel will be quite different from the first three though.
It's different now, but who knows what could happen to it. But I do see
those first three novels as a kind of trilogy, of three tough and unusual
women who are making their way in the world sort of thing. The real
question is really: how do you survive as a contemporary woman in a
contemporary world?
Have you found women like your fictional ones in literature by other women?
Sure. In Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Margaret Drabble.
tradition.
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It's a

Your women are quite different from the traditional women in Canadian literature,
though.
Yes, you see there has been this tendency to put the female character into
one of three categories: the mother, the saint, or the whore. These repetitive images are so often imposed on women, and I want my female
characters to break out of those stereotypes. And I think I am following in
a tradition of women's writing in C a n a d a that is very strong. Those
stereotypes are getting blown apart. Look at Constance Beresford
Howe's The Book of Eve. T h e old woman who is a bag lady, she refuses to
be a mother and she refuses to be a saint, and as for being a whore, well,
bag ladies aren't whores, bag ladies are just bag ladies. Right? And all
these other new female characters that are beginning to appear are
marvellous. It's the possibilities of the female character that give it
strength.
Do you think there is a difference between men and women writers?
Yes because women experience things differently from men. I think
women are more interested in language instead of content. T h e language
is the female's muse. I think men's fiction concentrates on plot, whereas
women are more interested in mythology and fairytales.
You use a lot of mythology in your novels. Why do you do that?
There are two reasons. First of all, the myths are the most important
reservoir of stories that we have. You see every story has really been told
before, and all we can do is to retell it. T h a t ' s why language is so
important. T h e other reason is that I want to retell stories that have been
almost lost. A lot of stories about women have been neglected, for
instance the stories of J u d i t h and Jael. I ' m sure most people have never
heard of Jael. She was a peasant woman who was tired of all the noise
and the war and she said to hell with it. She just wanted peace and to go
on with her life. T h a t ' s why she killed Sisera. She did things out of
necessity, and she acted then and there to save her children. T h e story in
the Bible is quite clear, but Biblical scholars have had a marvellous time
with it. Read the criticism! It says that she's a traitor and a murderess,
and that she only wanted to get even with Sisera. Even though her violent
action brought about forty years of peace, and it gave them time to rejuvenate. If you're a man like Samson who has committed fifty murders,
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you'll still get lauded as a hero. If you're a woman, you are a villain.
That's typical of our male-dominated society, and that kind of attitude
makes me furious... The story of Deborah is also a wonderful story. She
was a judge, even above the general... I think it's important that we
don't forget these stories. We must regain them as the core of our mythology, and the best way to do this is to use them in a contemporary way, to
give them a contemporary perspective.
How is it to be a woman writer in Canada?

We have a very strong tradition of women writers in Canada. It goes
back to Gabrielle Roy, Sheila Watson, Ethel Wilson and Margaret
Laurence. Those women have been writing for thirty, forty years. It's a
good tradition, and a wonderful one to be in. You know that those
women have gone ahead first and they have contributed to the good
response to Canadian literature by women. And for some reason there is
no competition between us, whereas that is really different from the men.
We all talk about each other and we help each other.
It seems like the most famous Canadian writers are women. At least the ones we hear
about in Norway are women.

It's a strange phenomenon in Canada. I think it's because in the
beginning men had to be out there doing physical things, and the intellectual life was left for women. Women are the ones who read books, and
if you are a woman and you are going to buy a book, who are you going
to buy, Alice Munro or Rudy Wiebe? You're going to buy Alice Munro.
The only thing about it is that even though the best writers in Canada are
women, they get fewer writers in residence than the men. They also get
fewer grants, and their books get fewer reviews. There are reports on
this. It's very unequal. The world is a very male-oriented place. So even
though the women are more famous, they get less attention here in
Canada than the men. With some exceptions of course, but on the
average.
Maybe one of the reasons is that most of the professors are men?

That's right. They determine academic taste which again determines
prosperity, who gets taught. That's why it is so important that more
women start working within the academic world as well.
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You have said that you have been influenced by e.g. Margaret Atwood, Margaret
Laurence and Marian Engel. When there are so many Canadian woman writers,
isn't it hard not to 'steal' from each other?
T h a t ' s like a film m a n who says I d o n ' t want to go to a movie because I
might be influenced. You see, you always tell your own story. Fiction is
like a world. O n e house is never like another house. If you go into
somebody else's house and you see a mirror, you may want to put a
mirror in your own house, but it will never be the same because your
house is different. It's again like the translation of personal experience.
You translate it in a different way. Even though two writers use the same
object or device, or even the same kind of person, it will never be the
same. T h a t ' s the wonderful thing about fiction. It's so idiosyncratic.
Some critics have claimed that your novels are too autobiographical. What do you
think of that?
H o w do they know?
Well, you were born and raised on a farm like Judith, and you have worked as a
bushcook in the Yukon like J.L. And you're married to a geologist.
T h a t is of course based on the assumption that everything that happens to
my characters has happened to me.
So what happened to J. L. and Judith did not happen to you...
No. I just used the settings, that's all. You write about what you know
because that is territory you are familiar with. But that doesn't mean that
you are writing about yourself. T h e self takes a back seat when the
narrative voice takes over. T h i s is something that people that are not
writers d o n ' t understand very well. There is a real separation between
the person who is Aritha van Herk, or who is any writer, and the
narrative persona that steps in and begins to work on a story. T h e writer
is different from the person. Even though you may use things that you
know, or things that have happened to you, by the time they come out on
paper, they have gone through your head, and through the artist's head,
and they are completely altered. There is no one-to-one relationship to
reality. It's fiction.
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I think that is hard to understand for the reader, and especially when the novel is
written in the first person narrative like The Tent Peg. It's easy to think that the Iperson is the author.
But that means that I could be any one of those thirteen men too. Why
don't people assume that?
Was it difficult to write from a man's perspective?
It was very hard. It was the most difficult thing I've ever done. I had to
think like a man. I had to think like thirteen men. A n d I had to work them
all through my head enough so that I could have written a whole novel
about each one of them simply in order to do those little pieces. Sure it
was hard. I was terrified, but it didn't stop me from doing it.
Did you have to go around and watch men?
Well, I always watch men anyway...
Do you feel closer to your female characters than to your male ones?
Characters are funny things because they take on a life of their own. You
see I never liked Judith very much. I tried to make her nicer, but I
couldn't because she kept refusing to do what I wanted her to do. She was
mad, and she was mean, and she was bad-tempered and over-reactive.
Y o u may not necessarily like the characters that you write about. And I
like T h o m p s o n and Mackenzie in many ways better than any other of the
characters in the novels. I like those two men, and I think it probably
shows. J . L . I feel is a bit distant. She's distant from me too, even though
I understand her, and even though she is a w o m a n . But just because she
is a woman doesn't mean that that's m y point of view. Probably I'm
closest to Thompson.
Do you think it's more difficult to write about men than to write about women?
I think it's just more dangerous. Writing is so difficult anyway.
Are you afraid of being attacked by critics?
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N o , I d o n ' t care what people say. W h e n you write a novel you do it for
the novel, and you ignore what people would do to you. If you thought
about it, none of us would have the nerve to put a word down on paper.
In your first draft o/Judith, the novel was toldfrom the pigs' point of view. Did the
publisher make you change this?
T h e publisher was really nervous about the pigs telling the story, so they
asked me to change it to the third person. But anyone who reads the
novel carefully knows that the narrator is still the pigs. I actually think
this is better because if I had continued to use the collective narrative
voice of the pigs, it would have drawn so much attention to itself that the
readers would have been uneasy and thrown off-guard. And as it stands
now, I ' m very h a p p y with it because the perceptive reader is aware of the
pigs' voice behind the narration, the unperceptive readers aren't aware
of it, and it doesn't bother them. So I've killed two birds with one stone,
and that's what a good novel should do. It should work on all kinds of
levels.
Where do you find inspiration to write?
Inspiration doesn't work for me at all. I work on the theory that you sit
down every morning and you make yourself work for three hours and
then you can stop. It's hard work.
What makes you do it then?
I d o n ' t know, why does any writer write? I think part of it is that wish to
have a story that goes on longer than the story of your life. I think writers
really want to be remembered. They want to leave something lasting
behind.
You told your class that you got the idea to write J u d i t h from the memory of a
middle-aged woman pig farmer in the community where you grew up. The female
'protagonist of ^o Fixed Address sells underwear. Where did you get that idea
from?
Well, I wanted to write a novel about a woman who was a picaro, a
travelling person, and I needed to give her an occupation. So I thought
about what occupation travels. You see writing is a very logical business.
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You need this, so you better go a n d think a b o u t t h a t . . . T h e r e a r e n ' t very
m a n y travelling salesmen any more, a n d I went into a little squadstore in
T o f m o , B . C . , and I asked if they got any travelling salesmen a r o u n d
there. You see t h a t ' s quite remote. A n d the w o m a n who r u n s the store
said to m e , no she said, they all work by phone. But, she said, the
underwear-salesman comes twice a year. T h a t ' s it. I m e a n , it's like a gift.
I knew she h a d to sell u n d e r w e a r . W h a t else was there to sell...
You have told your class that they shouldn't believe in everything you say because you
are a liar.
It's the rule of the game. I m u s t always lie!

Dangaroo Press will publish Aritha van Herk's collection of ficto-criticism, The Frozen
Tongue, in 1988.
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